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In her second novel Sula, Toni Morrison, the acclaimed black woman novelist 
presents Sula, her protagonist, as a “rebel” who is not in line with any dominant 
traditions of Afro-American literature. Since Sula pursues nothing but the making of 
herself, the novel becomes such a beloved text for feminist reading which in fact, 
often leads to simplified even wrong interpretation. In fact, Sula’s struggling to define 
herself is not the final point of the book. Instead, it is portrayed as being 
epiphenomenal to the whole community’s struggle for survival, and it is the strength 
and continuity of the black neighborhood as a whole that is at stake and being tested. 
In order to find a way out of the mire of feminist readings and conduct a criticism 
“from the inside” (McKay 152), this thesis focuses on Bottom which is admitted by 
the author as being “as strong as a character” (Stepo 11).  
        From the angle of “space”, the body of my thesis is divided into three chapters, 
each focusing on one spatial subdivision of the community. In view of the fact that the 
novel begins with the demolishment of the Bottom as a physical space, Chapter One 
mainly deals with the implied message of the topographical space like the enclosed 
community and dwellings. It also addresses some related geographical issue like 
North and South, and mobility. As a piece of “village literature”, what Morrison tries 
to explore in her codification of black experience in the Bottom is a writing of 
systematizing “village values”. Chapter Two targets at the social space of the Bottom, 
in other words, the communal values including the nurturing ability, ancestral 
resonance, the bond with community, and typical black recognition of evilness. The 
neighborhood, according to Morrison, is in essence her “fabrication”. By fictionizing 
its establishment, existence until extinguishment during a span of over 40 years, the 
author merges physical space into the living of the black people and demonstrates the 















space of the novel through analyzing the meanings and effects of the spatial narratives 
through which Morrison creates the community.  
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Chapter 1  Introduction 
From enclosed black communities in The Bluest Eye and Sula to the insulated black 
town in Paradise, from mysterious caves in Song of Solomon and Jazz to the isolated 
Isle des Chevaliers in Tar Baby, from the haunted house in Beloved to the dilapidated 
hotel in Love, from Vaark’s never-lived-in new house in A Mercy to the scary stud 
farm in Home, strange, even eerie, spaces repeatedly find their appearances in Toni 
Morrison’s novels so that I cannot help wondering at the meaning of them. In 
particular, I am deeply fascinated by the Bottom, the enclosed black community in 
Morrison’s once self-acknowledged “best idea” Sula (Ruas 98), which was called the 
Bottom though it stood on top of hills and was mainly inhabited by single mothers 
and their offspring, strays, ravaged veterans and the returned college graduate Sula 
who ultimately became the “pariah” of the community (Morrison, Sula 122).  
1.1  Problematic Feminist Reading 
Just like her first novel The Bluest Eye, Morrison deals with black female experience 
in Sula with a focalization shifting from childhood experience to adulthood bonding. 
On the one hand, there is Nel Wright who sticks to the pattern of life which society 
has designed for her, and on the other hand, there is Sula Peace who tries to enjoy her 
experimental life and achieve her own identity. Sula’s energy propels her into the 
world for she regards the Bottom as “hermetic and tight” (Ruas 98), but the world 
drives her back to the community, followed by the sabotaged friendship and a fallen-
apart neighborhood. Mainly focusing on the story of Sula, the novel is often 
oversimplified as a Bildungsroman in which the female identity-seeking is addressed 













Chapter 1  Introduction 
2 
its way among quite a number of criticisms such as the female quest (Abel 1983), the 
split or doubled protagonist (Stein 1984), or a novel about a heroine’s initiation 
(Smith 1985). What should be particularly noticed is that these perspectives are so 
framed by feminist approaches with few exceptions that I believe, feminist criticism 
has been given too much priority in the interpretation of Sula.  
On the surface, interpreting Sula from the angle of feminism seems to be quite 
reasonable because the novel uses such “a rebel idea” (Spillers 210). We can hardly 
find any suitable time-honored motifs of female behavior to describe Sula’s story: she 
is not a victim of seduction and betrayal as that in a number of English and American 
fictions; she definitely does not fall into the category of “holy fool” like many 
Baldwinian women; she is not a sufferer of chronic illness, rather she seems to die all 
of a sudden; she is too independent to be authenticated by male imagination. 
Compared with previous heroines in black female writing, Sula stands out in her own 
consciousness. Some people may be against that by associating Sula with the 
fantastically rebellious Janie Starks in Zora Neale Hurston’s pioneering work—Their 
Eyes Were Watching God (1937), but Morrison’s Sula seems to go further for being 
after nothing but to “make herself” (92), and being “completely free of ambition…no 
desire to command attention or compliments—no ego” (119). Moreover, the second 
reason why Sula is naturally regarded as “an emblem for the relation of an emerging 
feminism” is that it presents some female characters who do not quite fit the black 
images we have seen before (Hirsch 263), like the god-like Eva Peace who takes 
absolute control in front of “feeble” males, the sexually generous yet kind Hannah 
Peace who entertains men without discrimination and the self-righteous Nel Wright 
who confesses that she did enjoy watching a little boy drowning. These behaviors and 
emotions, as the thrust of some powerful new force, loose the foundations of the 
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is the salient binarity between Sula and Nel in which the former is defiant and 
subversive while the latter obedient and restrained. The critics are so assured when 
they spot the narration about the then best friends: “Because each had discovered 
years before that they were neither white nor male, and that all freedom and triumph 
was forbidden to them” (52) and the exclamation from Sula’s death bed after the 
friendship has dwindled: “they [other black women, including Nel] dying like a stump. 
Me [Sula], I’m going down like one of those redwoods” (143).  
However, once carefully observed, the prevalent feminist interpretation is in fact 
problematic. First, it is noteworthy that a feminist perspective has never been 
articulated by Morrison. Her first novel The Bluest Eye was published in 1970 when 
there was a growing middle-class women’s movement. As a result, the novel had 
possibly attracted more attention among those socially conscious readers than it 
otherwise might have since the movement was just beginning to acknowledge its poor 
black sisters. Morrison, of course, had a clear knowledge about what was happening 
around her at that time, whereas she did not attribute the birth of Sula to any particular 
historical or cultural event and definitely not to the wave of feminism. She 
emphasized in one of her interviews: “Contemporary hostility to men is bothersome to 
me…I don’t want a freedom that depends largely on somebody else being on his 
knees” (Koenen 73). When she wrote Sula in 1969, what was in her mind was to write 
“a book about good and evil and about friendship” (Tate 157). Relationship between 
women, from her understanding, is special and different, and it has never been treated 
as the focal point of a novel before since female friendship is always depicted as being 
subordinate to other roles the female are playing, like mothers, wives or lovers.  
Second, mainly given voice by the Sula-Nel binarity, a feminist approach tends 
to interpret the text stiffly by labeling the former as a fighter while the latter a 
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perspective which Morrison intends to gives us is not that simple and neat. We would 
rather wish that Nel absorbs some of Sula’s willingness to be a “ship”, that is, to take 
risks and cultivate the independence of mind after she has plunged so deeply into the 
humdrum conventionality of domestic life that “she didn’t even know she has a neck 
until Jude [her husband] remarked on it” (84). Yet we cannot applaud the freedom that 
casually licenses Sula to be so caught up in her indifference, elusiveness and self-
obsession that she loses the ability to be a “harbor”, that is, to love and connect with 
other people. Therefore, in the novel there is no clear answer to the very question: for 
which character does Morrison try to win the reader’s allegiance? 
Third, a feminist reading gives little consideration to Morrison’s great concern 
for the value of the community. It tends to regard Sula’s tragic end as a solid 
validation of the long-time suffering from a “thwarted sensitivity” (Adell 113) due to 
the destructive effects of the community, leaving her no choice but to retreat into 
solitude and to face her illness and death alone. Her early death then proves to be a 
failure of female self-pursuit confronted with the oppression and victimization from 
the hostile surroundings. This way of dramatizing communal negativity is directly 
against the belief of Morrison who, although allocating the potential for independence 
and growth to her female characters, emphasizes that the search for selfhood and 
pursuit of freedom cannot be achieved once the communal bonds are severed. A 
typical Morrison novel is featured with the characters’ regression away from or 
progression to wholeness, depending on their alienation from or integration with the 
community.  
Last but not least, the conclusion out of the feminist reading of Sula is often 
about providing solutions for the identity-seeking of the black female who suffer from 
a triple oppression—race, gender and class. Feminism, especially feminist literary 
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